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	1. Arrival

CAS-class assault carrier _Song of Retribution_

July 7, 2561

"Fleetmaster!"

Jul 'Mdama, leader of the Storm Covenant, Hand of the Didact, walked over to the sensor operator who had spoken. "What is it?"

"Take a look."

The holographic display showed a circular section of space where the stars were blotted out by a shifting field of violet splotches of energy. "What is that?"

"I was hoping you would know."

Jul mulled that line over for a second. "Get the human. She may know what this is. In the meantime, what do the sensors say?"

"The anomaly is ninety three thousand units in front of us. Diameter is estimated at one unit, but its energy output is greater than some stars."

At that moment, the anomalous splotches warped, almost as though they were painted along the inside of a tunnel. "It's a portal! Bring all ships to high combat alert! Be ready to engage whatever comes through."

The bridge went into a flurry of activity as orders were passed throughout the ship and between ships. As they worked, Jul mentally tallied up the Storm's fleet. Aside from the _Song_, there were two armored cruisers, two destroyers, and a half-dozen corvettes. Of them, both of the cruisers' shield generators had stopped working, and none of the ships had a fully-functional weapons complement.

A tense minute passed before the first vessel appeared in the portal. Once he saw it, Jul knew that his fleet was outmatched and would be destroyed. Unless…"Engage Slipspace drives. Get us out of here. We'll come back for our families."

"Fleetmaster, we aren't going anywhere. Slipspace drives have been shut down. Cause unknown."

The Hand watched as more and more ships poured through the portal. The computer finally stopped counting the arrivals at one hundred eighty nine, eighty four of them armed. "All cruisers, concentrate fire on their flagship. Everyone else, choose your targets."

With that, the first volley of torpedoes was launched. They were joined by three of the fleet's four energy projectors, one of which died in the middle of the shot.

To his shock, Jul saw each projector's beam appear to diminish before it struck. He looked along the line of enemy ships and watched as the same scenario played out against the torpedoes directed at a half a dozen other ships. The one exception was the smallest enemy vessel, which was also apparently the oldest as its armor was streaked with corrosion, which was instead protected by heavy shielding. Its shields wavered and finally collapsed under the battering of an energy projector and nearly a dozen plasma torpedoes. Two additional torpedoes boiled away the ship's command center, sending it drifting. "All ships, full ahead. Get to pulse laser range."

At that moment, the enemy fired. A massive beam weapon mounted beneath the flagship's command center targeted the cruiser to the _Retribution_'s right, which simply ceased to exist.

The cruiser on the left was blown apart by several torpedoes that moved nearly too fast for the ship's computer to track. He could only watch as both destroyers were pounded into melted scrap metal by similar barrages.

Then the bridge was overwhelmed with tortured screams for a second as beams of violet energy tore the corvettes and their crews to shreds.

"Bring us in close."

"The flagship is turning toward us."

"Get us above their targeting plane."

The assault carrier was quick, but not quite quick enough. Four blue beams speared the Sangheili ships. "They just destroyed our engines. We're drifting!"

"Were our shields even up?"

"Yes. And they are holding at ninety one percent. Whatever that was, it bypassed our shields, entirely."

"Sir! A dozen transport shuttles are approaching, escorted by two dozen fighters."

"Blow them to a thousand hells. Transports first."

However, the fighters ensured that that didn't happen. They intercepted pulse laser blasts intended for the shuttles. Then those that survived returned fire, reducing the laser batteries to slag.

"And now we are defenseless. Link me to every crew station." After the order was carried out, he continued, "Crew of the _Song of Retribution_, this is Fleetmaster 'Mdama. Our brothers are dead. Our weapons and engines have been disabled. And there are boarding craft are bearing down on us. I want a complete data purge. Navigational, technological, historical, everything. Ensure that the enemy cannot destroy either our families or the gifts of the Forerunners. Fight well and kill as many as you can."

J'Rin Vadam rushed to cover and slumped to the deck, one hand clutching his Storm rifle, the other pressed against the hole in his abdomen. He keyed his radio. "Fleetmaster." He coughed. "We're being overrun. Mgalekgolo can hold them off for a few moments, but the enemy is too many." One of the enemy troopers rounded the corner of his cover. J'Rin primed a plasma grenade and tossed it against the other warrior's chest. "Plasma grenades will adhere to their armor." Then the grenade exploded into a blue sphere of misery, killing both warriors.

Jul paced the bridge, listening with growing frustration as report after report indicated faltering defenses and advancing invaders. From the reports, he was able to piece together a rough description of the enemy.

They wore suits of powered armor that were as tall as Jiralhanae with strong shields and stronger plating. They wielded plasma and electrical weaponry that stripped shields and incapacitated warriors in single blasts, respectively.

The distant ka-whump of fuel rod cannons signaled that the battle had nearly reached the bridge. "Fellow Sangheili." Once he had the crew's attention, he drew his energy sword and activated the blade. "It will be an honor to fight by your side, once more. Let us show these bastards what the Storm is capable of."

He walked toward the door, motioning for the other warriors to form a semi-circle around it. The next few minutes were tense as was always the case with impending battle. The only sounds were the warriors' breaths, occasionally interrupted by explosions as every ordinance in the Covenant arsenal was directed at the invaders. A moment later, the pattering of plasma joined in, showing how close the battle was getting.

Then all weapons' fire ceased. "Be ready. This is where they will die."

The door was blown off its rails, giving the bridge crew their first good look at the invaders…all three species of them.

The largest were taller and broader than even Jiralhanae with wide faces, short, blunt muzzles, and short horns.

The next-largest were the only ones the size of Brutes. Their faces seemed to be lengthened versions of Elites' under the helmets, and they had long, thick tails.

The smallest were as tall as the human Demons. They had longer muzzles than the largest ones as well as calf-length thin tails and lithe limbs.

All had four-fingered hands consisting of three fingers and a thumb.

"Have at them!" Jul charged at the invaders. A weapon swung into line with him. He batted it aside and cleaved his opponent's torso in two. A punch burst his shield. The offending arm was severed by the energy sword. Jul's muscle's locked up as electricity arced through his veins. The pain caused him to black out.

There was no way to tell how much time had passed before the self-proclaimed Hand of the Didact regained consciousness. He was in a sterile white room, chained to a wall by a set of energy manacles.

His armor had been stripped away, replaced with a skin-tight gray bodysuit that left his hands, head, and hooves exposed.

Taking stock of the room again, he realized that there appeared to be no doors, unless they fit seamlessly in their frames, which was impossible. Not even the Forerunners were capable of such a feat.

"I must commend your ability to lead, 'Mdama."

Jul could not find the source of the voice until its owner walked in through the center of the wall opposite the Sangheili. The being was small, only the size of a human. That was where the similarity ended. This being was covered in gray-brown fur from head to toe. The tail and muzzle told Jul that this alien was a member of the smallest species that had boarded the _Retribution_. One arm and been amputated just below the elbow and a strip of red cloth covered one eye. Taking into account the uniform vest and leggings the being wore, he had had military service at one point in the past, but was now too injured to fight any more.

"While fighting our way to your command center, I lost twelve men to death, and another twenty were injured. Of them, seven will be lucky to be able to perform strenuous physical tasks ever again. Then we reached your command center. Nine more dead, four more injured." He gestured to the stump where his right arm once was. "Your handiwork."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because, 'Hand of the Didact,' all of that bloodshed could have been avoided but for a tremendous lapse in your judgment. Why did you fire on my fleet?"

"You invaded Covenant space. Honor demanded that we drive you off."

The alien shook his head. "This is no invasion fleet. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Admiral Mukirr, commander of the Mrrshan Refugee Fleet.


	2. Diplomacy

A massive warship sat docked in a construction gantry kilometers above Earth's surface, EVA engineers working on the finishing touches and her captain looking on. A man with boyish looks that belied his age approached. "Beautiful, isn't she?"

The captain noticed the new arrival and snapped to attention. "Admiral Lasky, sir!"

"At ease, Forge." Rear Admiral Thomas Lasky walked over to the window. "Still not used to people calling me 'captain,' much less 'admiral.'" He looked out at the warship. "Your father would be proud."

"Nah. Dad would've preferred I become a marine. He used to say, 'Spacers can't see the expressions on their enemies' dying faces.'" Marsha Forge, daughter of the (in)famous Sergeant John Forge, turned her gaze to the ship she was soon to captain. "Up here, however, you can deliver the wrath of God with impunity against groundpounders." She sighed. "She's due to sail tomorrow. I wish he could be here to see it."

"I know how you feel. Do you need a moment?"

"What will she be doing?"

"These are the orders for her maiden voyage."

She took the datapad and flipped through its entries. "So, we finally found the Storm remnant." She handed it back. "Time to finish them off, then. Do you need anything else, sir?"

"That's all for now. Dismissed, Captain."

"Admiral." As he walked away, she returned to her study of her new ship.

The _Golden Rain _was the first ship of her type, the UNSC's first battleship. As befitting a ship of that category, her firepower was unparalleled.

Like most UNSC warships, the _Rain_ had considerable forward armament, consisting of two Mark X(R) Heavy MAC guns backed up by four Forerunner-grade energy projectors.

However, like the bluewater warships used on Earth centuries earlier, she also possessed one hell of a broadside. Each side mounted an unheard-of eight Mark IX Heavy-Coil MACs and another quartet of energy projectors. That arsenal was supplemented by eight thousand Howler and Rapier missile pods and several dozen plasma torpedo launchers. For point defense, eight hundred 70-millimeter gun turrets, four hundred pulse laser turrets, eighty Onagers, and a hundred fifty anti-air missile turrets were dotted along the five-kilometer hull.

There were also less savory weapons stored in her bowels, Marsha knew. The nuclear options, which she hoped to never need to use, were two Nova bombs, twenty Shiva missiles, and a full hundred Furies.

Her defensive capabilities were just as impressive. Seven full meters of Titanium-A3 battle-plating provided greater armor protection than any previously constructed vessel, save those of the Forerunners. The armor was reinforced by a shielding system as strong as the _Infinity_'s, granting exceptional durability.

Another similarity to the _Infinity_ was the ability to carry a battlegroup within its frame, this one consisting of a half-dozen _Iroquois_-class destroyers.

A new arrival brought her out of her musings. She turned to look at him and craned her neck to look him in the eyes. "Go ahead, Commander."

"The ship is ready for you to come aboard, Shipmistress." Marsha's executive officer, Kir'se Taham, clearly demonstrated how well humanity was integrating into the galactic community. A full twenty percent of her crew were Covenant.

_Non-humans_, she reminded herself.

After the Storm's crushing defeat at Requiem, the Arbiter had personally invited the human race to join the Covenant. While humanity was understandably leery of allying with the races that had been trying to kill them for over thirty years, the terms were eventually deemed acceptable.

In the past two years since, every ship was hosting both human and non-human crew. The _Golden Rain_ had the highest concentration of non-human crew on a predominantly human vessel.

"Good. Lead the way."

"Dropping out of Slipspace in 3…2…1. Huh. We're only a kilometer off target."

"That's the most accurate jump I've been on. Anyone got eyes on our fellows?"

"Both the _Infinity_ and the _Shadow of Intent_ are with us, but I think we should worry more about the unknown ships at least eight hundred ninety six point seven kilometers away," said Athena, the ship's AI.

"'Unknown?'"

Athena's avatar, modeled after the goddess that was her namesake, snapped its fingers. "See for yourself."

The holotable displayed a warship design unlike anything deployed in any Covenant fleet. It was chevron-shaped, with a massive engine pod on top of each side of the fuselage. An additional pair of engine pods was off-set below and to either side of back of the fuselage. Weapon barrels dotted the top, bottom and sides of the ship, all pointing forward. Two hangar-style doors were positioned above the each lower engine blister. "Here's the kicker: it's exactly five point one zero seven kilometers in length and the largest in their fleet. Each of those ships measures a base seven length."

The head communications officer spoke up. "Ma'am, we're being hailed."

"By who?"

He gestured to the hologram. "Them."

"Patch it to the Admiral." _Let _him_ deal with first contact._

"Yes, ma'am."

A few minutes later, Lasky radioed. "The new aliens want to talk. I want you to arrange for the _Iroquois II_ to act as neutral ground. We'll meet them there."

"'We?'"

"I want you to come. Bring Taham and Sharilar."

"Understood, sir." She had that connection cut. "Tell S-312 to armor up and meet us in the hangar, the hangar crew to prep a Pelican, and the _Iroquois_'s captain to deploy. And tell them all I want it done yesterday. Come on, Commander."

* * *

><p>Half an hour later, Marsha sat in the <em>Iroquois II<em>'s briefing room, busying herself by studying who else was in the room.

Lasky had brought along the Master Chief and Commander Palmer. The Chief had refused every promotion that had come his way in the past four years. Rumor had it that he had also become more taciturn since the loss of Cortana, if that was even possible.

The Sangheili had sent over the Special Operations Commander of the Covenant, R'Tas Vadum, Arbiter Thel Vadam, and their three bodyguards, a female Spec-Ops Elite and a bond-pair of Mgalekgolo.

R'Tas's years of service were beginning to show, mainly in his right leg. A Storm Covenant Elite had severed it just above the knee; a human-made prosthetic had replaced all that had been lost, and it clanked with each step as he paced, speaking with Lasky.

The Arbiter, by contrast, appeared to be the picture of calm. However, a tap of a finger every few seconds told of his waning patience.

The female, Dor'n Moramai, was conversing peacefully with Kirse, but her hand never strayed far from the hilt of one of her energy swords.

The Mgalekgolo stood, unmoving, on either side of the door.

The captain and XO of the _Iroquois_ were likely on their way, escorting the alien delegation.

That brought Marsha's thoughts to the last member of the Covenant delegation. Sharilar-312 was one of the only two members of Noble Team to survive the Fall of Reach. She had been taken prisoner rather than killed and then released sometime during the Great Schism. The details still weren't clear, even eight years later. She and Jun had since been upgraded to Spartan IVs and were now the commanding and executive officers of the Spartan contingent of the _Golden Rain_, respectively.

At that moment, the aliens arrived. Marsha was shocked as seven individuals from five species (not counting their human escorts) walked into the room.

The one who entered first looked like an anthropomorphic cat. A red bandanna covered the spot where his left eye would be and a prosthetic replaced his right arm from just above the elbow. He carried himself with the air of an experienced officer, but Forge would bet that his fighting days were years behind him.

Following him was what appeared to be a blue-skinned she-elf.

Behind her was what could best be described as an angler fish perched at the top of a humanoid body.

Next to enter was a pair of dinosaurs. One of them was over six feet in height and had orange scales where his light body-armor didn't cover. The other was seven feet tall in a suit of heavy, possibly powered, armor and had violet scales. Well, she assumed the patterned violet patches at the joints of the armor were scales.

Bringing up the rear were armored humanoids with short, hooked horns and stout muzzles. With their massive size, nearing nine feet, were it not for how short those muzzles were, Marsha would have thought them Brutes with some new design of armor.

With the exceptions of the elf and the fish, every envoy was armed. The three bodyguards had what looked like rifles, while the cat and dinosaur wore heavy-looking pistols on their hips.

The assigned speakers took their seats, leaving a space next to the cat. "Are you expecting someone else?" Marsha asked.

He opened up a pouch on his vest, causing every Covenant soldier to tense up. A glowing golden orb floated out and into his hand. He placed it at chest level above the empty chair, where it hovered. Seconds later, a holographic projection of another cat, this one wearing an extravagant robe, much like the other civilians. "Greetings. I am Tamara, the Pride Mother-class AI assigned to Lord Admiral Mukirr's ship. I will be translating for my organic companions, as their anatomy, for the most part, hinders speech in your tongue."

Mukirr began by introducing his companions. The elf was Magistrate Cassandra, the fish Magistrate Orphus, and the orange dinosaur Admiral Tyrannous. Arbiter Thel voiced a question that had to have occurred to all of the Covenant in the room. "Do you not worry about the risks of having so many of your senior leaders in one location?"

The admiral laughed. "Our ships are removing a number of those risks."

Rather than ask how, Thel let the issue drop and took the lead for the Covenant, introducing the human and Sangheili officers. "What do you wish to discuss?"

"First and foremost, colonization rights. I have forty five million civilians of eight species who need homes."

"What environments do you require?"

"As long as the atmosphere is not expressly toxic, we can adapt it to suit our needs."

"In that case, I'm sure we can spare a few planets."

"Eight, at least. Preferably in close proximity to each other."

"And with high population capacities," Tyrannous interjected.

Mukirr's response went untranslated. The Arbiter spoke again. "Very well. I believe that would be acceptable to the other leaders of the Covenant. What is the next topic of discussion?"

Orphus was the one who answered. "A non-aggression pact. It would not do for our ships or soldiers to shot at one another."

"Agreed. However, we can offer something much stronger than a mere non-aggression treaty."

"You're going to suggest a military alliance, aren't you? If so, you can save your breath. The Mrrshan Empire does not accept alliances."

"May I ask why?" R'Tas asked.

"_The last race we signed an alliance with tried to coax us into fighting their war for them. A war against a technologically advanced and numerically superior enemy. When we declined the request, they annulled the alliance._" The female voice reverberated in Marsha's skull

Dor'n tightened her grip on the energy sword. "What the hell was that?"

Mukirr pointed at Cassandra. "Elerians are telepaths. You'll get used to it."

Thel shook his head. "Regardless, what I am proposing is as much a cultural alliance as military."

At the Lord Admiral's confused expression, the _Iroquois_'s captain, Michael Stravinsky, provided the shorter, clearer version. "He wants you to join the Covenant."

"What would we lose?"

"At worst, your technological edge. Every race of the Covenant is required to disseminate any technological breakthrough to every race that can make use of it. It wouldn't be fair, otherwise."

The Mrrshan Empire's dignitaries conversed with each other for a minute before Orphus answered the Covenant. "That term is acceptable. What other terms are required?"

"Every fleet is expected to be ready to defend any colony, regardless of which race rules it. Think of it as a mutual protection agreement between member-races of the Covenant."

"You mean that, were we to need it, the Covenant would be at our disposal?" Even with his inhuman face, Tyrannous's grin was plain to see.

"Within limits. You would not be able to order the fleet to go to war without the approval of the majority of the Covenant races."

"You use a democratic form of government?"

"Each race may govern themselves as they wish, but all receive a say in decisions that affect the whole Covenant."

Orphus nodded. "Much like the Galactic Council, then, only more effective. Are there any other terms to discuss?"

"Just some formalities. Trade rights, citizenship, that sort of thing." Lasky brought up a copy of the Writ of Union on his datapad and passed it over to Mukirr. "Is that acceptable for you, Lord Admiral?"

He read the pad for a few minutes before looking up and nodding. "Yes." He stood to his full height. "I, Lord Admiral Mukirr, speaking with all the authority granted to me by Empress Yarala Hrrsh of the Mrrshan, consent to the proposal to join the Covenant. If there is nothing else—"

R'Tas interrupted. "There is one more thing. We came here seeking fugitives."

"The Storm has been destroyed. We'll send over the prisoners we took."

Thel spoke up. "Is one Jul M'Dama among them?"

"Yes."

"Then kill him. We shall say that he perished in battle, restore what little honor we can to his name."

Mukirr nodded. "I understand."

Thel nodded in return. "I thank you, and hope that we can work together for many years to come."

**ONI Intel Report:** Mark X(R) Heavy MAC

Length: 4 Kilometers

Projectile Mass: 1500 Metric Tons

Launch Velocity: 6000 Kilometers/Second

Projected Impact Yield: ~5.8 Gigatons

**ONI Intel Report:** _Iroquois_-class Destroyer

Length: 491 Meters

Armor: 2.3 Meters of Titanium-A3

Shield Strength: 2.1 Gigatons (Estimated)

Armament:

2 Mark IX Heavy-Coil MACs

3 Shiva Nuclear Missiles

26 M42 Archer Missile Pods (50 missiles per pod)

10 70-millimeter Point Defense Guns


End file.
